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Heilmann and Llewellyn’s Neo-Victorianism is a timely and topical book, presenting a
much-needed overview of an emerging field. Alongside a spurt of neo-Victorian
fiction over the last ten years, the academic subfield of neo-Victorian studies has
come into its own, with a new journal dedicated to it since 2008. While other critics
have tackled the neo-Victorian over the last decade, this study’s merit is twofold.
First, the comprehensiveness of its almost encyclopedic approach provides an
invaluable map to students, teachers, and other interested readers who may be new
to this thriving area of research. Second, Heilmann and Llewellyn’s conceptual work in
their substantial introduction, which addresses the ‘‘ethics and aesthetics of
appropriation,’’ helps both define the parameters of neo-Victorian writing and lay out
models for analyzing this growing body of work (1). While the authors limit their
discussion of the neo-Victorian to texts that are ‘‘self-consciously engaged with the act of
(re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision concerning the Victorians,’’ they draw
attention to ‘‘the diversity and flexibility of the neo-Victorian’’ and succeed in
widening the neo-Victorian canon, adding less established texts and figures to a list of
well-known novelists, like A. S. Byatt (4, 9–10).
Neo-Victorianism resists attempts to homogenize both ‘‘the Victorians’’ and
adaptations and appropriations of them, but usefully outlines key strands and themes
that mark the neo-Victorian as a distinctive form of historical fiction. Although the
authors do not discuss female writers exclusively they highlight the importance of
historical fiction, and the neo-Victorian mode in particular, to contemporary women
writers. Chapter 1 (on memory, mourning, and cultural and family heritage) draws on
feminist and psychoanalytical theories and includes discussions of Sarah Blake’s Grange
House and Diane Setterfield’s The Thirteenth Tale to illustrate how contemporary
women writers use the metaphor of the feminized ancestral home for an exploration
of personal and collective relationships with the past.
Postcolonial reconstructions of the Victorian past are the subject of Chapter 2,
which reads Laura Fish’s Strange Music, Kate Pullinger’s Mistress of Nothing, and Ahdaf
Soueif’s The Map of Love through the theoretical concepts of hybridity and the
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subaltern. By examining narrative strategies and the use of perspective, Heilmann and
Llewellyn demonstrate how these novels, all dedicated to ‘‘political revisionism,’’ give
voice to formerly voiceless women, such as colonial slaves or servants, while critically
reflecting on the difficulties involved in offering such representation (104). Shifting the
primary focus from race and empire to gender, sexuality, and the body, the
subsequent chapter discusses how neo-Victorian writers explore the legacy of
nineteenth-century science. Although there are short references to a range of texts
from Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus to Kate Summerscale’s The Suspicions of
Mr. Whicher, this section is devoted to analyses of Jane Harris’s The Observations,
Barbara Chase-Riboud’s Hottentot Venus, and Belinda Starling’s The Journal of Dora
Damage. Heilmann and Llewellyn also provide fascinating close readings of the book
covers, exploring the metonymical significance of the servant’s hand in Harris’s case
and the relationship between the front and back covers of Hottentot Venus to critically
mirror the gaze of the Victorian freak show and the contemporary reader’s
‘‘complicity in processes of objectification and commodification’’ (114).
By dedicating two chapters to glass, mirrors, the spectral, and ‘‘s(p)ecularity,’’ the
authors stress the significance of these motifs and themes to the neo-Victorian
imagination and read them as emblematic of a continued ‘‘‘haunting’ presence of the
Victorian period’’ in today’s world (147). The preoccupation with glass, magic, and
spiritualism in writers such as A. S. Byatt, Rachel Hore, Sarah Waters, and Scarlett
Thomas moves beyond the thematic, as these authors take on the role of intertextual
and metafictional conjurors and readers the role of spectators who are aware of and
enjoy such trickery. This rich book ends with reflections on Victorian theme parks
and film and TV adaptations of the (neo-)Victorian. Here, the claim that the 2008
Independent Television (ITV) adaptation of Waters’s Affinity ‘‘heteronormativizes’’ the
text offers food for thought on the (sexual) politics of the neo-Victorian and its
appropriation by and for contemporary audiences (243).
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